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Exploration anii HHscoberj)- 

THE ISRAEL TABLET. 

Much has been written concerning the above tablet, with which 
the readers of the Biblical World are doubtless already familiar, 
but as misleading impressions of its historical bearing have un- 
doubtedly been made of late, a further word concerning it seems 
necessary. 

Our readers are already acquainted with the scene of Mr. Petrie's 
excavations of last winter at Thebes as published in these pages 
(February and April 1896). Among the many important results of 
these excavations is the discovery of several lost temples, among which 
the most important was that of Merneptah. It was constructed largely 
of magnificent materials, deliberately stolen from the neighboring 
temple of Amenhotep III, and ruthlessly broken up for the purpose. 
This explains the almost total disappearance of Amenhotep Ill's 
temple, which stood behind the well-known colossi of the plain, and 
the entrance of which they guarded. Among these materials thus 
appropriated was a splendid stela of black syenite ten feet three inches 
high, five feet four inches wide, and thirteen inches thick. It had 
been inscribed with an account of Amenhotep Ill's religious activities 
but had been defaced by his son Amenhotep IV, to erase the name and 
mention of Anion. It was beautifully recut by Seti I, as the column 
at the top (Fig. 1) informs us. Such had been its history when 
Merneptah saw it and seized it for his temple. There he placed it face 
to the wall and engraved upon the exposed back a hymn of praise to 
himself. It is this text which contains the reference to Israel. 

It is the purpose of these notes to offer only a commentary on this 
passage and its context, not to present any theory of the date and 
Pharaoh of the exodus. Let us simply ascertain what the inscription 
says and what it means. As the reader may see in figure 2, the tablet 
contains a text of twenty eight lines. Of these, twenty-five and part 
of the twenty-sixth are devoted to the celebration of a great victory 
of Merneptah over the Libyans in his fifth year, with which we were 
before familiar; the remainder, of less than three lines, contains a list 
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Fig. i. — THE RECUT INSCRIPTION OF AMENHOTEP III, ON THE BACK OF WHICH 
IS ENGRAVED THE VICTORIOUS HYMN OF MERNEPTAH. 

From a photograph by Brugsch. 

of eight northern peoples or localities conquered by the king. The 
whole is in poetry. The list is as follows : 

i. "The kings are overthrown, saying 'Salam;' 



"Not one is holding up his head among the nine bows ; 

"Undone is Tehenu ; 

"Kheta is pacified ; 

"Plundered is Pa-Kanana with every evil ; 

"Carried away is Ashkelon ; 
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7. "Seized upon is Gezer; 

8. "Yenuam is made as one that is not; 

9. "Israel is desolated: his grain is not; 

10. "Palestine has become as widows for Egypt. 

11. "All lands, — together they are in peace, 

12. "Everyone who rebels is subdued by the King Merneptah." 1 

These concluding lines of the inscription form a clearly defined 
strophe of twelve verses ; it opens (vss. 1 and 2) and closes (vss. 11 
and 12) with a couplet containing a general statement of the subjuga- 
tion of the foreign peoples, while in the eight verses between is the 
list of these peoples. It is important to note that these opening and 
closing couplets thus decisively designate the list of names inclosed 
between them, as those of foreign countries or peoples, none of which 
was in Egypt at this time. 

Commentary, vss. 1 and 2. As indicated above, they contain a gen- 
eral statement of the subjugation of the foreign nations. The couplet 
is a synonymous parallelism, in which "kings" and "nine bows" cor- 
respond, the latter being a poetic designation of the foreign peoples 
as a whole. 

Vs. 3. The list naturally begins with the Libyans just defeated, who 
form the nucleus of the north African tribes designated by "Tehenu." 

Vs. 4. Here follow the Asiatic enemies of Egypt, beginning natu- 
rally with the most formidable, the Hittites. The word translated 
"pacified" means simply "to be satisfied," and it is only from the 
parallelism that the translation can be justified ; for as far as we know 
Merneptah had never broken the treaty of peace made with the 
Hittites by his father Ramses II, and the great Karnak inscription 
states that Merneptah sent supply vessels to them with grain. This 
insertion of "Kheta" among the list is therefore possibly gratuitous 
boasting. 

Vs. 5. Why Canaan (called Pa-Kanana, literally "the Canaan") 
should follow the Hittites is not evident. Among the Egyptians 
Canaan was the term for nearly the whole of western Syria, and in the 
north on the coast would reach far beyond the southern limits of the 
Hittites who were further inland on the Orontes. 

Vss. 6-8. Here there is possibly a definite grouping of localities 
and a movement from south to north. Ashkelon, the well-known 
Philistine city, marks the southern beginning; Gezer next, in southern 

1 His double name is used. 




FlG . 2 . — THE VICTORIOUS HYMN OF MERNEPTAH CONTAINING, IN THE MIDDLE 
OF THE SECOND LINE FROM BELOW, THE NAME OF ISRAEL. 

From a photograph by Brugsch. 
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Ephraim just northwest of Jerusalem, carries us a step further north- 
ward ; while Yenuam, inland from Tyre, completes the northern 
progress. All three are cities. 

Vs. 9. Regarding the reading of the word " Israel" there can be no 
possible question. The consonants 1 are bfcOlZT with vowel indica- 
tions after XO and K- Doubt has been cast on the meaning of the 
word 2 (fk) here translated " desolated." This meaning is established 
by placing our passage parallel with two others thus : 

" Israel is//£, 2 his grain is not." 

1. " Those who reached my border are desolated, their grain is 
not." 3 

2. "The Seped are desolated, their grain is not." 4 

3. "The fire has made entrance to us, our grain is not" (words of 
defeated Libyans). 5 

Its meaning "to waste" or "desolate" is therefore clear. But the 
word itself occurs elsewhere in the same connection : 

4. "Their cities are turned to ashes, destroyed, desolated (fk), their 
grain is not." 6 

Sayce informs us (in the Homiletic Review, September 1896, p. 199) 
that this word (fk) " is met with here (meaning on the Israel tablet) 
for the first time." (!) There has been much diversity of opinion regard- 
ing the meaning of the phrase in our text: "his grain is not." 
Spiegelberg has given three examples of this phrase; 7 but the texts of 
the same period contain two more, making five. These two are No. 1 
above and the fifth as follows : 

5. "Overthrown (?) is the chief of , its grain is not." 8 

Nos. 3 and 4 make it very evident that the phrase means the 
destruction of supplies by fire. Hence the word translated " grain " 
(prt), in our passage, cannot by any possibility mean "seed" in the 
sense of offspring or posterity, a meaning which it elsewhere occasion- 

1 The use of s (instead of s)for VO has plenty of parallels. 

2 It is written//^/ in the text, the / being the misreading of hieratic x. 

3 Wars of Ramses III against the northerners (eighth year). Medinet Habu, 1. 23. 

4 Dumichen, Hist, lnschriften, I, XXIV, 1. 36. Quoted also by Spiegelberg, 
ZA, XXXIV, 23. 

5 War of Ramses III against Libyans (fifth year), Medinet Habu, 1. 47. Quoted 
also by Spiegelberg ZA, XXXIV, 23. 

6 Dumichen, Hist. lnschriften, I, XX, 1. 2. Quoted also by Spiegelberg, ZA, 
XXXIV, 23. 

7ZA, XXXIV, 23. 

8 Ramses Ill's war with the Libyans (fifth year) 11. 13, 14, Medinet Habu. 
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ally has. Moreover, in the above five passages, this phrase is applied 
to the Libyans (twice), to the Seped, to the northern maritime peoples, 
and to the Tehenu. It is perfectly clear, therefore, that we have in it 
a conventional, stereotyped phrase which could be and was applied to 
any conquered and plundered people ; it indicates nothing more than 
the loss of their supplies of grain or produce. I hope the passages 
adduced have made this clear to the non-Egyptologist, so that he may 
not be misled by such statements as the following : 

" . . . . the Egyptian scribe draws a discreet veil of silence 
over the flight of Israel and the loss of the pursuing host in the waters 
of the sea, and describes only the effect of the measures that had 
been taken to destroy the "seed of Israel;" or again "The expression 
used of the Israelites on the newly found stela is nothing less 
than a summary of the biblical account" 1 (meaning the slaying of 
the male children in Exodus). Certainly no one with a knowledge of 
the above parallel passages could have published such statements. 
The article in which they occur is entitled : " Light on the Pentateuch 
from Egyptology ; " we must confess a doubt as to the appropriateness 
of this title, or else infer that this "light" from Egypt owing to the 
intensity of the Mosaic atmosphere, has likewise suffered eclipse. 

In the Contemporary Review of last November we find Mr. Sayce set- 
ting the biblical critics and the archaeologists over against each other in 
two hostile camps ; then taking his stand as the spokesman of the latter 
he shows how archaeology is upsetting the results of biblical criticism. 

If the article in the Homiletic Review is an example of the method 
by which the critic is to be routed he has very little to fear, and we 
take occasion to add that so far as the archaeology of Egypt is con- 
cerned it has very strikingly confirmed the general results of Old 
Testament criticism. 

To return to our commentary, vs. 9 therefore indicates that Israel 
has suffered defeat and been spoiled of her provisions and produce. 
It is perfectly clear that the author of the text thinks of Israel as in 
Syria among the Syrian peoples and places mentioned with her. This 
is also implied in the strophic structure (see above). That he writes 
the determinative for "people" with the word "Israel" is not neces- 
saiily significant, but the reference to "Israel" by means of the pro 
noun "his" (in "his grain is not") shows clearly that the writer has 
the collective people in mind, for had he meant the land, the pronoun 
would have been feminine. 

1 Sayce in Horn. Rev., September 1896, p. 199 f. 
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Vs. 10. "Palestine" has become as helpless as widows before the 
attacks of Egypt. 

Vss. 11-12. The concluding couplet, containing in a synonymous 
parallelism the general statement of the subjugation of the nations, and 
corresponding to the introductory couplet. 

It is difficult to decide whether or not these twelve verses indicate 
that Merneptah made a campaign in Palestine and Syria, but the 
definite mention of certain places would incline one to the conclusion 
that he did. Nothing decisive on this question can be stated unti 
further material shall be discovered. 

As already stated, these notes are intended only to present briefly 
the real meaning of the passage referring to Israel. The date of the 
exodus is another question, depending entirely on how long Israel 
has been in Palestine at the time of our inscription, viz., the fifth year 
of Merneptah. One thing is certain, that Merneptah can no longer be 
called the Pharaoh of the exodus, unless the wilderness wandering be 
given up. 

To sum up, although this inscription does not identify the Pharaoh 
of the exodus for us, it gives us a definite date, the latter part of the 
thirteenth century, B. C, at which we find Israelites in Palestine. 
Unless we accept the improbable hypothesis of a divided Israel, this is 
a certain terminus ad quern for the date of the exodus. The establish- 
ment of the date of this event within narrower limits awaits further 
evidence, which, judging from Mr. Petrie's brilliant discovery, the soil 
of Egypt is very likely to furnish us. 
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